Articulating the evidence base for effective social work practices: building a database to support a geriatric social work policy agenda.
In an era that demands accountability and cost-effectiveness, health care and social service professionals are increasingly expected to demonstrate the effectiveness of their interventions and treatments. Social workers, specifically those serving the elderly, have been markedly slow in embracing the need to measure outcomes and produce evidence of their practices, which stymies efforts at advocacy and policy development for the profession. Using a modified systematic review method, the New York Academy of Medicine's (NYAM's) Center for Aging Policy created an evidence database comprising peer-reviewed journal articles on social work interventions and outcomes research on cost-effectiveness and other measures of effectiveness. The evidence database, though focused on care of the elderly, draws on research studies involving age groups across the lifespan. A key product of this initiative is a series of white papers on cost-effective interventions in areas such as care management. A work group of social work professionals and a team of NYAM staff with diverse expertise reviewed articles based on their content, key topics, and outcomes. This article describes the steps taken, from the conceptualization of the review process to the development and implementation of the Web-based interface for user access to the evidence database. Though originally conceived as a tool for supporting a policy agenda for the Center for Aging Policy, the evidence database is also a useful reference tool for social workers, policy makers, and others interested in quality of care for elderly.